CHAPTER XI

"His Favourite Flower"

HUGHENDEN, solitude, books, memories ... "I
have not spoken to a soul for a fortnight/ he wrote to
the Duchess of Rutland. He found there a deep repose. "I
have not exchanged a word with a human being for three
weeks, but the joys of living in the country in summer are
always fresh to me. There are half a dozen peacocks now
basking at full length on the lawn, motionless. They are
silent as well as motionless, and that's something. In the
morning they strut about, and scream, and make love or
war.'* He too was fond of warming his old limbs in the sun
and strolling in the evening under the stars, at the Shake-
spearean hour when the bats begin their grey and gliding
dance. He continued to surround himself with flowers,
from violets and primroses to the gardenia and the orchid.
After flowers, his preference was for lovely faces, musical
voices, and that unreal and untamed grace which children
and women sometimes have. In youth he had desired life to
be one long and glorious procession; and so it had been; but
now, weary of the glittering file, he desired nothing more
than motionless warmth. When a pressing debate had
called him to the House of Lords, he took the evening train
home once more. "I cannot resist the fascination of the
sultry note of the cuckoo, the cooing of the wood-pigeons,
and the blaze of the rosy may."

The Christmas of 1880 he spent alone at Hughenden. He
brought a book to table and read for ten minutes after each
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